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Self-Portrait (Wetsuit), 2015, ac rylic on a luminum , 79.5 x 28 x 22 inches. 
Fro m the #Alex Israe l in sta lla tion at Astrup Fearn ley Museum of Modern Arc in Os lo, Norway. 

"I'm not a real surfer, I'm an aspirational surfer." 
-Alex Israel 

ALEX I SRA E L EMBRA CES POP C ULTURE 

in a way char would mak e Andy Wa rhol 
blu sh. As a n ani se, he cakes se rio us che 
sup er ficialit y he sees in his ho mecown of 
Los Angele s- its hori zo n line s with sun set 
co lor s around du sk and dawn, che scucco 
sur face of its building s, Holl ywoo d , the 
co rn y telev ision a nd radio show s char play 
24 ho ur s a d ay, che freeways and traffi c, 
and eve n surfin g-a nd rend ers it mecicu­
lo usly in his work. 

Born in 1982, Israel grew up in 
Los Ang eles and attended che cory 
Harvard-Wes clake School. He go t his 

und ergraduat e de gree as an arc major from 
Yale, a nd chen rece ived his ma ster 's degre e 
ac che Univ ersity of Southern Ca liforni a 
back in LA. 

Israel is in a uniqu e po sit ion co 
mu seer che varied forces of Los Angeles in 
unpreced ented ways. He occupies a kind of 
no man 's land loca ted so mew here b etw ee n 
the film indu stry , reta il, and che a rc world. 
He free ly move s across the border s of the se 
terrains , dra gg ing concepts from one into 
che ocher, such as ca king props from a film 
he produ ced a nd directed , cicled SPF-18, 
and puttin g che m into ga llery exhibitions , 

or using a gallery space as th e backdrop for 
his calk show As It LAys (che cicle a refer­
ence co Jo a n Did ion 's 1970 book Play It As 
It Lays, sec in Los Ange les). Even his logo, a 
profil e of own his hea d wearing sun glass­
es-w hich is a riff on Alfred Hit chcock 's 
well-known profile silhou ette -s tr add les 
che concepts of arc , co mm erce, and film. 

In chis mergin g of medium s, and in 
che di scu ss ion of authenticity a nd super­
fic iality, Israel oft:en uses and refere nces 
surf ers, surfing, and beac h cultur e. 

In one exa mpl e, he invited Laird 
Hamilcon as a guest on his talk show 



and asked him a se ries of pr e-writt en 
quest ions rea d fro m ind ex ca rd s, his st iff, 
deadp an, monoto ne delivery co ntr as tin g 
with H amil to n's co lorful , se lf-sa ti sfied 
hum ility. ~ escions ra nged fro m che 
mund ane co th e spiritu a l: "W hat is your 
favor ite SPF? Are you goo d abom kee pin g 
up with reg ular visits co the denti st? W hat 
humbl es you?" Tw ist ing che co nventi ons 
of ce lebr ity int erviews, Israe l chose not co 
respond co any of H amilton 's answe rs. He 
chen am usingly wrappe d-u p che show, as 
he doe wi ch a ll of chem, by say ing, "We ll, 
chat's a ll t he rim e we have for to d ay." 

In SPF-18, he uses a scereoryp ica l por­
tr aya l of sur fing as a backdrop co supp ort 
rhe narr at ive abo uc ceens co min g of age in 
Ma libu , simil ar co ea rlier mass -audi ence 
films like Ride the Wi ld Su1f (1964) and 

Point Break (199 1). Neverth eless, he has 
noble int ention s w ich rh e narr ative. 
The movie pr ese nt s a lcern are, aty pica l 
answers co famili ar stru gg les of growin g 
up , like res hapin g nocions about los ing 
one's virg in icy or validatin g crea tivi ty as a 
leg icimace ca ree r path . 

SPF-18 was show n in high schoo ls 
ac ross rh e co untr y, scree ned simil arly co 
rhe way sur f film s were d iscribm ed in che 
1960s and 70s . "I choughr , what a grea t way 
co once aga in pay homage co rh e histo ry 
of thi s regio n," Israe l says abom th e sur f 
film di scriburi on model, "and co a lso reac h 
tee nagers and potenti a lly ge t th em exc ited 
about a rr and crea civiry." 

On e of che cha ract ers in SPF-18 dis­
cove rs her crea tive side by spr ay paintin g 
a we csuic, and rea lizes th at she ca n parlay 

Booties, 2015, acry lic on aluminum, 10 x 10 x 9 inches 

Cap, 2015, acrylic on aluminum , 8.5 x 9 .5 x 14 inches 

Self-Portrait (Wetsuit), 2017, acry lic on alumin um, 55 1/ 8 x 24 x 18 inches 
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ir int o a co mm ercia l produ ce. In rea l-life, 
Israe l roo k che sa me we tsuit co nce pt a nd 
used ic co crea te sculptur a l pieces for a 
Gagos ian ex hibition in Los Ange les. He 
wo re che stu cco- cextur ed wecsuir him self, 
molded and cas t ir in a luminum , which 
he chen repaint ed co march che gradi ent 
co lors of a sun se t. He mount ed t he suit on 
a m eta l to rso, g iving ir rh e qu aliti es of a 
Helleni stic-p eriod sculptur e remini sce nt of 
what one might find ar th e Ge rry Mu seum. 

Ar rhe beg innin g of SPF-18, che 
narr ato r, Go ldie Haw n, makes th e obse r­
vati on: "Wh en you grow up in LA, rea l- life 
and th e movies ca n ge t a littl e mi xed up." 
Israe l is a believe r in " infr athin ," a wo rd 
invent ed by th e arri sr Marcel Du champ 
t hat indi ca tes the thin se paration betwee n 
related thin gs, a term Israel app ro pri ated 
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for his clo thin g line. The con cept of 
infr arhin is key co und erstandin g how he 
chink s about circum ventin g co nventi onal 
bound ar ies. Movies, video, film , television, 
and fashion oc cup y an increas ingly la rge r 
pare of our wa kin g hour s, and Israe l's 
wo rk operates in all chose culrur al zo nes, 
addr ess ing mulripl e audi ences . "I often 
chink about th e infr arhin -r he aur a of arr , 
rhe di fference betwee n arr and life," he 
says. "Makin g non-a rr , or makin g rhin gs 
char a re in betwee n or arr adjace nt ca n 
be incredibl y free ing and inspirin g. In my 
experience, char free dom and inspirari on 
o ften pours over into rhe nexr body of 
wo rk." 

Thar pouring over ca n be see n in his 
sun glass bra nd , Freeway Eyewea r, where 
rhe arris r exa min es popul ar culrur e from 

a side angle. lh e brand has five different 
lines, eac h named after a major LA freeway. 
"Freeway sun glasses," he says, charac terizing 
rhe brand , "are made for int ern ational ship­
pin g mag nates, Am erica n g igolos, blond e 
bomb shells, ladies who lunch, count ry 
club renni s pro s, mart yred grun ge roc kers, 
pose-modern archirec rs, Bar Mirzva h ru cors, 
out- of-wo rk acto rs, psychic friend s, and 
you. See ing is believing." 

He a lso has a sixrh line, LA Rays, a 
name app ropri ated from a now defun ct line 
char was loca ted in Lag un a Beac h in rhe 
90s. He co mmi ssioned surf er-arri srs John 
Van Hamersveld co des ign rhe logo, and 
Anth ony Friedkin co ph otograph th e goo ds. 
Protot ypes of th e glasses are fearur ed in 
Israe l's 20 10 arc video, Rough Winds. lh e 
srylisric affinit y of Freeway Eyewear co rhe 

Lens (Yellow), 2014, UV protective plas ti c lens, 84 x 96 inches 

Lens (Orange), 2014, UV protect ive plas t ic lens, 84 x 96 inches 

Hobie sun glass line is deliberate. 
Co ncepru ally, Israe l views the lenses 

of his sun glasses as devices char frame the 
LA land sca pe, and to so me exte nt , the 
LA exper ience. He's exhibi ted eight-foot 
ra il, UV pror ec rive plas tic lenses in a 
numb er of spaces, includin g LAXART in 
2013. 1l1ey refere nce the rich arr hisrory 
of Ca liforni a's Light & Space and Finish 
Fetish movement s, and brin g co mind the 
work of a rri srs like Doug Edge, Robert 
Irwin , John McC racken, Helen Pashgian, 
and DeWain Valentin e, along wirh currenr 
up and co min g LA arti sts like Gisela Colon 
and Alex Weinstein . 

Israel's Lens sculp tures are a great 
exa mpl e of how his work ignores conven­
t iona l di st inctions betwee n comm ercial 
and arr co nt exts. They reac h our and couch 

Pelican, 2017, 
Externa l: Acry lic on fiberg lass, lncerna l: Stai nless steel , a luminum , plastic , 

14 15/16 x 79 15/16 x 46 7/ 8 inches 



Insta llation view of se lected works from Israe l's ser ies New Wa ve, at the Gago sian in Hong Kong, 2018. 

so many cultur a l refe rence poim s th at it 's 
nea rly impossible to pin dow n , cod ify, or 
idemify t hem . Ir's what m akes his work 
so compe llin g- operat ing on a diff erem 
plane, free from rhe co nvemion a l catego­
ries that a rr norm a lly adh eres to. 

Yer, so me of Israel's wo rk is create d 
as st ra ightfor wa rd , hang ing ga llery 
sty le a rr. In the summ er of 2018 , Israe l 
ex hibit ed a se ries ca lled New Wave ar rhe 
Gagos ian ga llery in Hong Kong, which was 
co mpri sed of a co llec tion of sc ulprur es 
co mp ose d of a irb rushed and hard ened 
fiberg las s, eac h pane l cas t from an o rigina l 
that was made of cur and sew n neo pr ene. 
LA sur fer/ arr isr Ken Price 's ac rylic and ink 
drawings inspir ed rhe series , espec ially 
Pri ce's kitsc hy Tijuana curi o co lo r pal ette 
and rhe simpl e outlin es rh ar define rhe 

subject matt er. Hokusai' s ico nic wood block 
prim s of waves a re ano th er imp orram 
visual refe rence poi nt. 

As Israe l says , "I think of the wave as 
a sort of im eres rin g meta phor. You ca n go 
w ith th e wave or aga inst it, or ride on it o r 
aga inst ir. And you can ga in momemum , 
do tricks on ir- use it to your advam age . 
If the idea of lifesty le is th e wave, th en I 
think there 's so methin g to rhar. I want to 

be spea king th e language of th e culrur e of 
our rim e, and rh ar's lifes tyle. lh ar's nor ro 
belittl e or poke fun or criti cize th at way of 
thinkin g." 

Israel believes "sup erfic ialit y is filled 
with mea n ing." Hi s arr reAec rs the ubiq­
uitou s, clich ed ele mem s of Los Angeles , 
th e srnff yo u never think about bec ause it 
lurk s in th e backgro un d eve n as it 's right 

in from of our faces- large ly fo rgo tt en and 
ignored . For Israe l, Los Ange les is trul y 
La La Land , rh e place where fact beco m es 
fiction and fiction beco mes fact. Ir's a place 
wh ere surfing becomes a sy mb o lic promise 
of a ce rt a in lifesty le. Ir's a glorious way 
ro co nfu se the convemio ns of co mm erce, 
film , and arr. And so he pu lls eve ry lever 
he ca n. • 




